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Introduction 
 
 
The Washington State Legislature enacted legislation in 1992 mandating that the Office of the Secretary of 
State review county election procedures and practices.  The Election Certification and Training Program 
was established within the Elections Division of the Office of the Secretary of State to conduct reviews and 
to provide for the certification of election administrators.  In 2005, the Legislature expanded the Election 
Certification and Training Program to require that each County Auditor’s Office be reviewed at least once 
every three years.  The Legislature also added a requirement that the Program conduct a follow-up visit to 
verify that the County Auditor’s Office has taken steps to correct the problems noted in the report. 
 
The election review process is governed by RCW 29A.04.510 through 29A.04.590 and Chapter 434-260 of 
the Washington Administrative Code.   
 
Pursuant to RCW 29A.04.570(1)(b), the Election Certification and Training Program conducted an election 
review in Pierce County during the 2007 Primary Election cycle.  Kay Ramsay, Elections Program   
Specialist, represented the Election Certification and Training Program during the review.  Pat McCarthy, 
Pierce County Auditor, Michael Rooney, Lori Augino and other members of the staff participated on behalf 
of the Pierce County Auditor’s Office. 
 
Both the reviewer and the Pierce County Elections Department approached the review in a spirit of 
cooperation.  The department allowed the reviewer to thoroughly review and examine all aspects of the 
election processes.  The staff provided documentation and materials during the review which greatly 
contributed to a successful examination process. 
 
The purpose of this review report is to provide the Pierce County Elections Department with a useful 
evaluation of its election procedures and policies and to encourage procedural consistency in the 
administration of elections throughout the state.  This review report includes a series of recommendations 
and/or suggestions that are intended to assist the Pierce County Elections Department in improving and 
enhancing its election processes.   
 
The reviewer is statutorily prohibited from making any evaluation, finding, or recommendation regarding 
the validity of any primary or election, or of any canvass of the election returns.  Consequently, this review 
report should not be interpreted as affecting the validity of the outcome of any election or of any canvass of 
election returns. 
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Overview 
 
 
In the course of this review, the reviewer observed pre-election tasks, election procedures, 
post-election procedures, canvassing, and certification of the election.  The election staff 
verbally explained the tasks the reviewer was unable to observe. 
 
Overall, the Pierce County Auditor’s Office maintains high-quality election procedures.  Staff 
are organized, knowledgeable, and it was apparent to the reviewer that a large part of their 
success is due to their ability to work as a team.  They have a very good understanding of the 
requirements and pay great attention to detail. Pierce County is fortunate to have such 
dedicated staff committed to maintaining the integrity of the election process.  The 
organization and continuity that the elections staff maintains throughout the elections process 
are supported by the excellent communication between staff members and managers. 
 
Extensive, hands-on training is provided for the poll workers before each election and each 
worker is given a detailed procedures manual for operating a poll site.  
 
The current elections facility allows sufficient space for each part of the ballot process. With 
the excellent layout of this location, observers can easily define the ballot paths and observe 
all processes. 
 
 The following recommendations should improve and enhance Pierce County’s already 
excellent election policies and procedures. 
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Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations indicate where the county is out of compliance with the 
Revised Code of Washington (RCW), the Washington Administrative Code (WAC), the 
Washington State Constitution, or Federal election law.  The reviewer provides a description 
of the county’s procedure, a citation of the applicable law, and a recommendation based on the 
citation. 
 
Questionnaires to cities towns and districts 
 
Pierce County Elections Department correctly sends a questionnaire to all of the cities, towns, 
and districts in the county to obtain information necessary for candidate filing.  The 
questionnaire lists the current information regarding incumbents, positions, and filing fees, and 
asks the district to either confirm that the information is correct or provide the correct 
information.  The questionnaire does not ask for salary information. 
 
WAC 434-215-005 requires, in part, “The questionnaire should request, as a minimum, 
confirmation of offices to be filled at the general election that year, the name of the incumbent, 
the annual salary for the position at the time of the filing period.” 
 
Recommendation:  The questionnaire that the elections department sends to all cities, towns 
and districts, may continue to ask that the district confirm the filing fee, but the request for the 
districts to verify salary information must be added to the questionnaire. 
  
Confirmation Notice 
 
The Pierce County Elections Department sends a confirmation notice to the address on the 
voter’s permanent registration record and not to any other addresses that the voter could 
reasonably expect to receive mail. 
 
The confirmation notice does not inform voters that their registration will be canceled if they 
do not respond to the notice or vote in the next two federal elections. 
 
RCW 29A.08.030(3) states, “‘Confirmation notice’ means a notice sent to a registered voter 
by first class forwardable mail at the address indicated on the voter's permanent registration 
record and to any other address at which the county auditor or secretary of state could 
reasonably expect mail to be received by the voter in order to confirm the voter's residence 
address.” 
 
RCW 29A.08.635 states, “The notice must inform the voter that if the voter does not respond 
to the notice and does not vote in either of the next two federal elections, his or her voter 
registration will be canceled.” 
 
Recommendation: The election staff in Pierce County must send the confirmation notice to 
any address where they could reasonably expect the voter to receive mail.  This could include 
any address the Post Office provides.
 
The confirmation notice must be updated to include the required warning to voters. 
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Ballot Security 
 
Following initial processing, the trays of ballots are stored in a room across the hall from 
where the ballots are tabulated. This room has a large window and anyone entering would be 
visible from the hallway. The room is not locked during the day. The door is locked at night 
and requires two separate keys to access the secured ballots. Several authorized election staff 
possess keys but no single staff member has keys to both of the locks, making it necessary to 
have two election staff members present to access the ballots every morning. The use of 
numbered seals and logs is not employed, nor is any other method that would detect 
unauthorized access to the secured ballot materials. 
 
WAC 434-250-110(2) states, “Following initial processing, all absentee ballots must be kept 
in secure storage until final processing. Secure storage must employ the use of numbered seals 
and logs, or other security measures which will detect any inappropriate or unauthorized 
access to the secured ballot materials when they are not being prepared or processed by 
authorized personnel.” 
 
Recommendation: Following the Primary Election but prior to issuance of this report, the 
Elections Department relocated to a new facility equipped with state-of-the-art security 
technology.  This technology includes the use of photo badge card keys with access limited to 
assigned security rights, cameras, portable fencing with locking doors for caging ballot 
processing areas and electronic seal logs. Consequently, ballot security is no longer an issue. 
 
Polling Place Closing Procedures 
 
The reviewer only observed one polling place closing at the end of the day. The polling place 
was somewhat disorganized.  Unvoted ballots were being rendered unusable prior to the polls 
closing and some of the required signage was being removed prior to 8:00 p.m.    
 
RCW 29A.44.070 states, “At all primaries and elections, general or special, in all counties the 
polls must be kept open from seven o'clock a.m. to eight o'clock p.m.” 
 
WAC 434-253-170 states, “After the polls have closed, and before the container holding the 
voted ballots is opened, the unwrapped unvoted regular and provisional ballots shall be 
rendered unusable.” 
 
Recommendation:  Pierce County provides very good training for poll workers before each 
election.  Training should emphasize the correct procedure for closing the polls, with special 
attention given to the process of making unvoted ballots unusable and secure after 8:00 p.m. 
but prior to opening the ballot box.  

Signature Verification 

During the signature verification process, if a signature is not on file and cannot be found, the 
procedure in Pierce County is to count the ballot and send a signature update card to the voter 
following certification of the election.  
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WAC 434-250-120 states, “A ballot shall be counted only if: … (3) The signature has been 
verified pursuant to WAC 434-379-020 …. …The signature on the return envelope, or a copy 
of the return envelope, must be compared with the signature in the voter’s voter registration 
file using the standards established in WAC 434-379-020.”  

Recommendation:  The elections department must verify the signature in order to count the 
ballot.  If necessary, they should locate the original voter registration card and enter the 
signature in the verification system. They should make every effort to locate the voter’s 
signature. If a voter’s signature is not on file and cannot be found, the county elections office 
must follow the procedures in WAC 434-261-050(3)(a) for updating the signature on file.  The 
updated record would be used for the current election and future elections.  If an updated 
signature is not obtained from the voter and the signature on the voter’s ballot envelope cannot 
be verified, the ballot cannot be counted. 
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Suggestions 
 
The following are suggestions for increasing efficiency and improving operations within the 
County Auditor’s Office.  Although these suggestions do not address issues involving 
compliance with state laws or administrative rules, the reviewer identified the tasks as areas of 
election administration in which the County Auditor might improve the efficiency and 
operation of the office. 
 
Written Procedures   
 
For the most part, Pierce County has up-to-date written procedures. They are thorough and 
cover all parts of the election process, but lack of step-by-step detail that would allow 
inexperienced personnel to use them. 
 
Suggestion: Step-by-step detail should be added to the procedures manual, which would allow   
inexperienced personnel to step in and perform the tasks necessary to complete the procedure. 
Having step-by-step procedures also helps to ensure consistency in all election processes. 
 
Ranked Choice Voting 
 
Pierce County currently conducts two separate elections at one time. One is a Vote by Mail 
Election for the 75% of voters voting by absentee ballot, and a second is a Poll Site Election 
on Election Day.  This makes a complex process even more so. 
 
Suggestion: Pierce County will implement rank choice voting for county races in 2008.  This 
will further complicate an already complex process, where accuracy is vital.  Pierce County 
should consider switching to all mail elections to reduce the risk of error. 
 
Provisional Ballots 
 
While visiting a poll site in Pierce County on Election Day, the reviewer observed that a 
provisional voter was not provided any information on how to later learn the disposition of his 
ballot. 
 
The Help America Vote Act requires each county to establish a free access system for 
provisional ballot voters. This system must provide the voter with information on the 
disposition of the provisional ballot.  
 
The elections department in Pierce County has established a free access system for provisional 
ballot voters. They have printed cards with a phone number that the voter can call to find out 
whether the ballot was counted. 
 
WAC 434-253-048(1) states, “Each county shall establish a free access system, as required by 
the Help America Vote Act, 42 USC sec. 15482 (a) (5), and RCW 29A.60.195 for provisional 
ballot voters.” 
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RCW 29A.60.195 states, “The auditor shall provide the disposition of the provisional ballot 
and, if the ballot was not counted, the reason why it was not counted, on a free access system 
such as a toll-free telephone number, web site, mail, or other means.”   

Suggestion: Prior to each election, the poll workers are instructed to give provisional ballot 
voters the information they need to find out the disposition of their voted provisional ballots. 
This procedure was not included in the Poll Worker Quick Reference Guide or flip chart that 
the poll workers refer to for operating the poll site on Election Day.   
 
It should be emphasized in the poll worker training that provisional ballot voters should be 
given the instructions on finding out the disposition of the ballot. The Elections Department 
should also ensure that this information be included in all of the Poll Worker Quick Reference 
Guides. 
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County’s Response to  
Draft Review Report 
 
 
The Election Certification and Training Program issued a Draft Review Report to the Pierce 
County Canvassing Board in March 2008.  In accordance with WAC 434-260-145, we 
provided Pierce County 10 days to respond, in writing, to recommendations listed in the draft 
report. 
 
The Pierce County Canvassing Board provided the following response to the Draft Review 
Report.  The signed original of their response is on file in the Office of the Secretary of State. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
The reviewer commends Pierce County Auditor’s Office for its election procedures.  The 
attention to detail, organization, and dedication to the election process was evident in every 
area. 
 
In 2008, the elections department in Pierce County will implement ‘rank choice’ voting for 
some of their county offices. This will require extensive training for all of the elections staff, 
but will be especially critical for the staff operating the poll sites.  
 
Currently, the elections staff conducts two elections at one time because almost 75 percent of 
the active registered voters vote by absentee.  They also operate 58 poll sites on Election Day. 
Voters also have the option of dropping off their voted ballots at one of the many staffed 
‘express booths’ located throughout the county.  By adding ranked choice voting to an already 
complex process, where accuracy is vital, Pierce County should consider conducting future 
elections entirely by mail. 
 
The Pierce County elections staff continues to be proactive in ensuring that political party 
observers are present throughout the election process.   
 
Additionally, Pierce County publishes an outstanding instructional manual for candidates and 
campaigns, ”Elections Manual for Candidates and Campaigns,” which is updated annually. 
 
The Pierce County Elections Office continues to be a leader in innovative and creative ideas to 
provide services to the public.  The reviewer was very impressed with all aspects of the Pierce 
County Elections Office. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Review Report Prepared by:       Kay Ramsay 

Elections Program Specialist 
 Office of the Secretary of State   

 
 

                                                                  
Date: April, 2008         Signature:  
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